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response may not necessarily require the im-
mediate or direct defense of our homeland. 
But when our vital national interests and 
those of our allies are at stake, we cannot ig-
nore our safety, or forsake our allies. 

At the same time, recent history has prov-
en that we cannot assume unilaterally the 
role of the world’s defender. We have learned 
that there are limits to how much of our 
spirit and blood and treasure we can afford 
to forfeit in meeting our responsibility to 
keep peace and freedom. So while we may 
and should offer substantial amounts of eco-
nomic and military assistance to our allies 
in their time of need, and help them main-
tain forces to deter attacks against them 
usually we cannot substitute our troops or 
our will for theirs. 

We should only engage our troops if we 
must do so as a matter of our own vital na-
tional interest. We cannot assume for other 
sovereign nations the responsibility to de-
fend their territory without their strong in-
vitation when our freedom is not threatened. 

On the other hand, there have been recent 
cases where the United States has seen the 
need to join forces with other nations to try 
to preserve the peace by helping with nego-
tiations, and by separating warring parties, 
and thus enabling those warring nations to 
withdraw from hostilities safely. In the Mid-
dle East, which has been torn by conflict for 
millennia, we have sent our troops in recent 
years both to the Sinai and to Lebanon, for 
just such a peacekeeping mission. But we did 
not configure or equip those forces for com-
bat they were armed only for their self-de-
fense. Their mission required them to be and 
to be recognized as peacekeepers. We knew 
that if conditions deteriorated so they were 
in danger, or if because of the actions of the 
warring nations, their peacekeeping mission 
could not be realized, then it would be nec-
essary either to add sufficiently to the num-
ber and arms of our troops in short to equip 
them for combat, . . . or to withdraw them. 
And so in Lebanon, when we faced just such 
a choice, because the warring nations did not 
enter into withdrawal or peace agreements, 
the President properly withdrew forces 
equipped only for peacekeeping. 

In those cases where our national interests 
require us to commit combat force we must 
never let there be doubt of our resolution. 
When it is necessary for our troops to be 
committed to combat, we must commit 
them, in sufficient numbers and we must 
support them, as effectively and resolutely 
as our strength permits. When we commit 
our troops to combat we must do so with the 
sole object of winning. 

Once it is clear our troops are required, be-
cause our vital interests are at stake, then 
we must have the firm national resolve to 
commit every ounce of strength necessary to 
win the fight to achieve our objectives. In 
Grenada we did just that. 

Just as clearly, there are other situations 
where United States combat forces should 
not be used. I believe the postwar period has 
taught us several lessons, and from them I 
have developed six major tests to be applied 
when we are weighing the use of U.S. combat 
forces abroad. Let me now share them with 
you: 

First, the United States should not com-
mit forces to combat overseas unless the par-
ticular engagement or occasion is deemed 
vital to our national interest or that of our 
allies. That emphatically does not mean that 
we should declare beforehand, as we did with 
Korea in 1950, that a particular area is out-
side our strategic perimeter. 

Second, if we decide it is necessary to put 
combat troops into a given situation, we 

should do so wholeheartedly, and with the 
clear intention of winning. If we are unwill-
ing to commit the forces or resources nec-
essary to achieve our objectives, we should 
not commit them at all. Of course if the par-
ticular situation requires only limited force 
to win our objectives, then we should not 
hesitate to commit forces sized accordingly. 
When Hitler broke treaties and remilitarized 
the Rhineland, small combat forces then 
could perhaps have prevented the holocaust 
of World War II. 

Third, if we do decide to commit forces to 
combat overseas, we should have clearly de-
fined political and military objectives. And 
we should know precisely how our forces can 
accomplish those clearly defined objectives. 
And we should have and send the forces need-
ed to do just that. As Clausewitz wrote, ‘‘no 
one starts a war or rather, no one in his 
senses ought to do so without first being 
clear in his mind what he intends to achieve 
by that war, and how he intends to conduct 
it.’’ 

War may be different today than in 
Clausewitz’s time, but the need for well-de-
fined objectives and a consistent strategy is 
still essential. If we determine that a combat 
mission has become necessary for our vital 
national interests, then we must send forces 
capable to do the job and not assign a com-
bat mission to a force configured for peace-
keeping. 

Fourth, the relationship between our ob-
jectives and the forces we have committed 
their size, composition and disposition must 
be continually reassessed and adjusted if 
necessary. Conditions and objectives invari-
ably change during the course of a conflict. 
When they do change, then so must our com-
bat requirements. We must continuously 
keep as a beacon light before us the basic 
questions: ‘‘Is this conflict in our national 
interest?’’ ‘‘Does our national interest re-
quire us to fight, to use force of arms?’’ If 
the answers are ‘‘yes,’’ then we must win. If 
the answers are ‘‘no,’’ then we should not be 
in combat. 

Fifth, before the U.S. commits combat 
forces abroad, there must be some reasonable 
assurance we will have the support of the 
American people and their elected represent-
atives in Congress. This support cannot be 
achieved unless we are candid in making 
clear the threats we face; the support cannot 
be sustained without continuing and close 
consultation. We cannot fight a battle with 
the Congress at home while asking our 
troops to win a war overseas or, as in the 
case of Vietnam, in effect asking our troops 
not to win, but just to be there. 

Finally, the commitment of U.S. forces to 
combat should be a last resort. 

I believe that these tests can be helpful in 
deciding whether or not we should commit 
our troops to combat in the months and 
years ahead. The point we must all keep up-
permost in our minds is that if we ever de-
cide to commit forces to combat, we must 
support those forces to the fullest extent of 
our national will for as long as it takes to 
win. So we must have in mind objectives 
that are clearly defined and understood and 
supported by the widest possible number of 
our citizens. And those objectives must be 
vital to our survival as a free nation and to 
the fulfillment of our responsibilities as a 
world power. We must also be farsighted 
enough to sense when immediate and strong 
reactions to apparently small events can pre-
vent lion-like responses that may be re-
quired later. We must never forget those iso-
lationists in Europe who shrugged that 
‘‘Danzig is not worth a war,’’ and ‘‘why 
should we fight to keep the Rhineland de-
militarized?’’ 

These tests I have just mentioned have 
been phrased negatively for a purpose they 
are intended to sound a note of caution that 
we must observe prior to committing forces 
to combat overseas. When we ask our mili-
tary forces to risk their very lives in such 
situations, a note of caution is not only pru-
dent, it is morally required. 

In many situations we may apply these 
tests and conclude that a combatant role is 
not appropriate. Yet no one should interpret 
what I am saying here today as an abdica-
tion of America’s responsibilities either to 
its own citizens or to its allies. Nor should 
these remarks be misread as a signal that 
this country, or this Administration, is un-
willing to commit forces to combat overseas. 

We have demonstrated in the past that, 
when our vital interests or those of our allies 
are threatened, we are ready to use force, 
and use it decisively, to protect those inter-
ests. Let no one entertain any illusions if 
our vital interests are involved, we are pre-
pared to fight. And we are resolved that if we 
must fight, we must win. 

So, while these tests are drawn from les-
sons we have learned from the past, they 
also can and should be applied to the future. 
For example, the problems confronting us in 
Central America today are difficult. The pos-
sibility of more extensive Soviet and Soviet- 
proxy penetration into this hemisphere in 
months ahead is something we should recog-
nize. If this happens we will clearly need 
more economic and military assistance and 
training to help those who want democracy. 

The President will not allow our military 
forces to creep or be drawn gradually into a 
combat role in Central America or any other 
place in the world. And indeed our policy is 
designed to prevent the need for direct 
American involvement. This means we will 
need sustained Congressional support to 
back and give confidence to our friends in 
the region. 

I believe that the tests I have enunciated 
here today can, if applied carefully, avoid 
the danger of this gradualist incremental ap-
proach, which almost always means the use 
of insufficient force. These tests can help us 
to avoid being drawn inexorably into an end-
less morass, where it is not vital to our na-
tional interest to fight. 

But policies and principles such as these 
require decisive leadership in both the Exec-
utive and Legislative branches of govern-
ment and they also require strong and sus-
tained public support. Most of all, these poli-
cies require national unity of purpose. I be-
lieve the United States now possesses the 
policies and leadership to gain that public 
support and unity. And I believe that the fu-
ture will show we have the strength of char-
acter to protect peace with freedom. 

In summary, we should all remember these 
are the policies indeed the only policies that 
can preserve for ourselves, our friends, and 
our posterity, peace with freedom. 

I believe we can continue to deter the So-
viet Union and other potential adversaries 
from pursuing their designs around the 
world. We can enable our friends in Central 
America to defeat aggression and gain the 
breathing room to nurture democratic re-
forms. We can meet the challenge posed by 
the unfolding complexity of the 1980s. 

We will then be poised to begin the last 
decade of this century amid a peace tem-
pered by realism, and secured by firmness 
and strength. And it will be a peace that will 
enable all of us ourselves at home, and our 
friends abroad to achieve a quality of life, 
both spiritually and materially, far higher 
than man has even dared to dream. 
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